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      I rise to conquer,

      Rise to claim,

      Rise to breed fear from my name.

      

      I steal the moons,

      Steal the yolk,

      Steal the breath of kindred folk.

      

      I bring destruction,

      Bring desolation,

      Bring wars to crumble entire nations.

      

      Men come and men go

      The world turns to and fro

      But I go on forever.

      

      Malos’ Promise

      Circa year 1012
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        * * *

      

      An enormous oak tree towered over me, beautiful in the elegant way its branches stretched to the sky, yet foreboding in the way its dark limbs were barren and twisted. I lifted into the air, floating above the tree. It stood in a small clearing among an expansive forest of smaller trees. Their green leaves contrasted the oak’s solemn and stark appearance.

      Showers of gold dust fell from the sky around the tree. A piece of clothing drifted through the air the way a leaf might float on a fall breeze, twisting and spinning in a leisurely dance. The cloak was a rich, dark red. The color of blood. It settled at the base of the tree as the air beneath it escaped like a sigh.

      A small object lay on top of the cloak. I made an effort to look more closely. It appeared to be a large ruby, pulsating bright red light. A Che stone. But who was its owner?

      

      Voices in my room pulled me from slumber.

      “The only mark on his body was a small nick.” I recognized one of the healer’s voices. “Orrick informed me that Malakai had gotten it during the assassination attempt two nights ago. We tested the assassin’s knife. It was poisoned.”

      I felt relief knowing Anastasia was freed from accusation.

      “Mother?”

      I felt a cool hand slip into mine. I opened my eyes. Torchlight filled the room as darkness hovered outside now.

      When had my poor mother started looking so old? Was it after the death of one of her children? After the death of the king?

      Perhaps that’s all I would be—another death in a sea of similarly useless deaths. Throw my bones on the pile with the rest of them.

      Except I had an alternative.

      An alternative enabling me to stop the war I had dreamt about.

      “Mother, let me be the vessel for the stones.”

      I waited for Orrick’s approval or denial, but didn’t hear him. I wondered if his gift of sight had already made him aware of my volunteering to be the vessel.

      “Where is Orrick?”

      She was silent before exhaling a large breath. “I banished him.”

      “Mother!”

      “I banished him for his selfishness. His desire for the throne is so strong he would rather let the kingdom fall to Zallik than carry out my magical solution.” Her voice was as cold and hard as Ballik ore. The voice of a woman who had lost everything. Only bitterness remained. “He is banished, and he will live out his years watching with his magical insight events of the world unfold. Cursed to watch and never have the glory of leadership he covets.”

      I had no response. She had done what she thought was just. If I performed the ritual and absorbed evil, then Orrick could have been king. King in a time of peace. With a little less selfish evil of his own, he would have been a good king.

      I coughed, and spasms of pain wrecked my body.

      “Are you certain, Malakai?” She stroked a hand through my damp hair.

      I gave a faint grin. “I can hardly claim to make a rational decision as I’m dying, but it seems a better alternative to death.” If my actions saved my family and Anastasia then I would accomplish more with this transformation than I ever would in life. What was left of it.

      She looked at someone across the room. “Prepare the ritual. We do it here.” She stood, wiping her eyes and composing herself. “There isn’t much time. He needs to still be alive for the ritual to work.”

      “My lady.” One of the council members bowed his head and left to begin the preparations.

      I closed my eyes to rest again.
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        * * *

      

      I heard whispering voices and sensed several people in my room.

      A weight landed on my chest. “Mal?”

      I looked at my small friend. “Snake Eyes. I’m sorry I won’t be around to finish that game of chess.”

      He sniffed. “I did cheat.” Tears streamed down his face. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t worry. I’ll be okay.”

      “They say you’ll transform?”

      “Something like that.”

      “But you’ll be gone for hundreds of years, and you won’t be yourself when you return. I’ll never see you again.”

      “I’m sorry my friend. I’ve seen the impending battle. It must be prevented. This is the way to save Karnelik.”

      He wiped at his eyes. “We’ll miss you.”

      “And I, you.

      “Can I ask a favor of you?”

      “Anything, Mal.”

      “Orrick is banished. Do you think you can look in on him from time to time. You’ll need to ask my mother where his banishment has taken him.”

      “As you wish. By the Unideit, it shall be done.” He placed his hand over his heart before placing it over mine.

      Snake Eyes climbed off me and the sound of tiny, yet heavy, footsteps trailed away from me.

      My body felt weighted, as if shackled by unseen chains. I had another coughing fit that left me feeling ragged.

      Humming and chanting filled the room.

      So it begins.

      Light emitted from the stones. I thought about the stones—health, strength, water, fire, air, light, and land. All of these would converge and transform me.

      My blankets were pulled back and the stones placed on my body, touching my skin and touching each other. All were different sizes, color, and composition.

      I couldn’t see the faces of the Avant Council surrounding me. They wore blue, hooded cloaks pulled over their heads. In a last desperate attempt to thwart the war, they were sacrificing their stones—their source of magic. I could feel the power of hope emanating from them. It comprised such immense power, causing their stones to glow with fervent activity even though they no longer touched their surfaces. The stone bearers poured their magical gifts through the stones and into me. I absorbed the power like a dry, needy sponge.

      Somewhere among the hooded Avant council stood my mother. Hers was the stone of light, which could shine as blazing bright as the sun. These were our last moments together.

      The stones burned brighter and hotter. I screamed from the searing pain. Never in all my sparring and boyhood recklessness had I experienced such agony. It seemed to course through my body from the surface of my skin to the depths of my organs. Suddenly the flow stopped, and the pain vanished.

      I felt light and fluid. I floated above the robed magic users, unseen by them. Beneath me, my body lay pale and flaccid. Blood oozed from my mouth.

      A single, large amber colored stone lay on my chest. My mother knelt on the floor, clutching my shoulders. She knew I was gone.

      I knew I only had moments left before the last vestiges of my soul would slumber.

      I could see so much of the future in those moments–a glorious future no longer marred by constant war.

      Mother barely garnered much peace from her actions. The agony of losing so much to the war haunted her for years to come. The strength within her would lead her to persevere and find love again. Once she had confirmation that her spell worked, she would travel with others to live in isolation in the mountains. They would form a pacifist group known as the Dubik Gypsies.

      The keepers of the stones—men and women surrounding my dead body– would relegate the responsibility to a single person. The rest then would wander the continent, bonding with each other and with the new, less evil mankind. Eventually, the offspring of their offspring would settle in the yet undiscovered valley south where a new source of magic—the waters of life—would be used to create a longer living group of men and women selflessly dedicated to helping mankind.

      I had saved Anastasia, and she would go forth to travel the war-free content. I saw Sal by her side. Grief over my death brought them together. They would find love and comfort in each others’ arms. I had saved them and lost them all in a single breath.

      I saw magic fading from the world, but the world didn’t need magic anymore. Peace would predominate. A few stone bearers would arrive from time to time through the millennia.

      I saw my role as Malos, raising an army from ashes and bringing death and destruction. The evil I continuously absorbed would at some point no longer be contained. It would pour out of me like liquid lava, killing everything in my path.

      Mother moon, what had I become?

      The red cape and the oak tree reappeared in my vision. A woman bent, picking up the cloak and the red stone. She had long flowing dark hair and fair skin. Black boots were snug along her calves. She wore a strange fitted tunic that draped in the back. Healed scars trailed between her shoulder blades. A sword hung at her side—a Ballik blade. She rested a gentle hand on the tree in an odd gesture of affection. I watched the rhythmic rise and fall of her chest with each breath. For a moment, the tree seemed to breath with her. I wondered if she were meditating or communicating with the tree. Threads of light surrounded her and wove their way to connect with my lingering apparition.

      As she straightened and turned, she stared straight into my soul, penetrating my core with vivid blue eyes as rich and deep as the sky on a clear day in the mountains.

      The light of the merged stones illuminated more brilliantly on my chest before extinguishing entirely and taking me with it into darkness.

      

      
        
        <<THE END>>
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